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Loretta Wasserman's \Villa Cather: A Study of 
the Short Fiction. Boston: Twayne 
Publishers, 1990. 
In this new critical volume on the short 
story collections which Willa Cather herself 
brought out and arranged during her 
lifetime (The Troll Garden, Youth and the 
Bright Medussa, and Obscure Destinies), 
Loretta Wasserman provides her readers, 
and those of Cather's fiction, with a host of 
valuable insights and sensitivities. Directed 
especially to general readers and students, 
Wasserman's work asserts that while 
Cather-known best for novels such as 1'Hy 
Antonia and Death Comes to the Ar-
chibisho[r "has not yet been firmly placed 
in the front ranks of short story writers of 
her time," she indeed "belongs there" (xii). 
Wasserman's assessment deserves close 
attention. It stands among a number of 
other voices insisting that America's literary 
landscape, like the vast prairie Cather 
memorialized in her art, is a dynamic, 
changing one, with a horizon far broader 
than it had earlier appeared to have. In con-
tributing to this larger view, Wasserman has 
become a name recognized in Cather 
studies. And it is explorers and scholars like 
Wasserman who have been especially atten-
tive to recovering or rediscovering works of 
American women and minority writers 
(such as Harriet Ann Jacobs, Julia Foote, 
Kate Chopin, Rebecca Harding Davis, Char-
lotte Perkins Gilman, Edith Maud Eaton [Sui-
Sin Far)) previously neglected, marginalized 
or forgotten. 
\X'asserman's book, however, does more 
than assert Cather's role as a creator of first-
rate short stories. It traces the vagaries of 
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Cather's critical reputation; clarifies Cather's 
thematic and stylistic kinships among the 
early modernists; and offers keen insight 
into Cather's readings of Henri Bergson and 
William James, whose theories of memory, 
the wisdom of intuition, and evolutionary 
vitalism became formative influences in her 
literary aesthetic. And although Wasser-
man's volume bypasses many of the 
theoretical concerns literary critics are cur-
rently addressing (questions such as the 
relationship between textual voice and 
authorial consciousness, narrative stance 
and point of view, social history and what 
Wayne Booth calls "the ideology of the 
form," and distinct issues related to short fic-
tion as a genre), her close readings of 
Cather's stories clearly reveal the consum-
mate artistry and care with which Cather 
created and refined her short stories. 
While much of Cather's writing, David 
Stouck has reminded us, is deceptively 
simple and straightforward, Wasserman 
demonstrates convincingly (as does Cather's 
friend Edith Lewis whose essay is included 
in this volume) that Cather's work whether 
long or short, possesses "an evocative 
quality-a quality of creating much more 
than her words actually stated, of summon-
ing up images, suggestions, overtones and 
undertones of feeling that opened long vis-
tas to one's imagination" (Lewis 85). In 
prose that is consistently jargon-free, Was-
serman explores these depths and under-
tones, illuminating Cather's use of Norse, In-
dian, and Spanish legend, her fascination 
with the interconnectedness of transience 
and transcendence in human life, her rich 
allusions and complex layers beneath grace-
ful surfaces. 
Wasserman's reading, for example, of 
"The Old Beauty," one of Cather's often-over-
looked stories, 
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p e n e d  l o n g  v i s -
(  L e w i s  8 5 ) .  I n  
r g o n - f r e e ,  W a s -
> t h s  a n d  u n d e r -
L l S e  o f  N o r s e .  I n -
h e r  f a s c i n a t i o n  
s s  o f  t r a n s i e n c e  
a n  l i f e ,  h e r  r i c h  
>  b e n e a t h  g r a c e -
' o r  e x a m p l e ,  o f  
h e r ' s  o f t e n - o v e r -
l o o k e d  s t o r i e s ,  g u i d e s  d e f t l y  t l u o u g h  i t s  s u r -
f a c e  n a r r a t i v e  t o  r e v e a l  t h e  " s p i r i t u a l  p l o t "  - a  
t e r m  C a t h e r  u s e d  ( 1 0 8 )  t o  d e s c r i b e  a n  e l e -
m e n t  s h e  c o n s i d e r e d  f u n d a m e n t a l  t o  t h e  
b e s t  w o r k s  o f  f i c t i o n .  A c c o r d i n g l y ,  w e  s e e  
t h a t  " T h e  O l d  B e a u t y "  i s  n o t  m e r e l y  a b o u t  
t h e  d e a t h  o f  a n  a g i n g  a n d  f o r g o t t e n  i n t e r n a -
t i o n a l  b e a u t y .  W i t h  i t s  c u l t u r a l - h i s t o r i c a l  
c o n t e x t ,  i t s  r e s o n a n t  q u e s t i o n s  a n d  a m -
h i g u i t i e s ,  i t s  m e a n i n g f u l  r e f e r e n c e s  t o  o t h e r  
a r t i s t s  a n d  a r t  f o r m s ,  t h e  w o r k  i s  C a t h e r ' s  e x -
p l o r a t i o n ,  i n  s u r p r i s i n g  d e p t h  a n d  b r e a d t h  
f o r  s o  s h o r t  a  s t o r y ,  o f  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  o f  
b e a u t y  t o  a r t ,  o f  g o o d n e s s  t o  b e a u t y ,  o f  a r t  t o  
l i f e ,  a n d  o f  t h e  a r t i s t ' s  s a c r i f i c e s  t o  s e r v e ,  a s  
W a s s e r m a n  p u t s  i t ,  i n  " a  p r i e s t l y  k i n g d o m  
t h a t  d e m a n d s  s o  m u c h  o f  i t s  v o t a r i e s "  ( 2 1 ) .  
W h e t h e r  d i s c u s s i n g  s o m e  o f  t h e  m o r e  
f a m i l i a r  s t o r i e s  ( " P a u l ' s  C a s e , "  " N e i g h b o r  
R o s i c k y , "  " O l d  M r s .  H a r r i s " )  o r  t h e  n u m e r o u s  
l e s s e r - k n o w n  p i e c e s  s u c h  a s  " B e f o r e  B r e a k -
f a s t , "  " E n c h a n t e d  B l u f f , "  " A  G o l d e n  S l i p p e r , "  
a n d  " U n c l e  V a l e n t i n e , "  W a s s e r m a n  p r o v e s  
h e r s e l f  a  r e l i a b l e  l i t e r a r y  h o s t ,  b o t h  c o n -
s i d e r a t e  o f  h e r  r e a d e r s  a n d  c a n d i d  w i t h  h e r  
s u b j e c t .  V a l u i n g  C a t h e r ' s  l o v e  o f  s i l e n c e s ,  
W a s s e r m a n  s e l d o m  o v e r s t a t e s .  S h e  a l e r t s  u s  
w h e n  s h e  i s  s p e c u l a t i n g  ( 7 3 ) .  I n  d e a l i n g  
w i t h  w e a k n e s s e s  i n  C a t h e r ,  s h e  i s  f r a n k - a s  
w h e n  s h e  d i s c u s s e s  " T h e  M a r r i a g e  o f  
P h a e d r a , "  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  a n d  s e e s  i t  a s  u n -
n e c e s s a r i l y  c o n v o l u t e d  a n d  u l t i m a t e l y  " u n -
s u c c e s s f u l "  ( 2 7 )  o r  w h e n  s h e  c o m m e n t s  o n  
" a  s l a c k e n i n g  i n t o  s e l f - i n d u l g e n c e "  i n  " T h e  
B e s t  Y e a r s "  i n  w h i c h  C a t h e r ' s  n a t u r e  d e s c r i p -
t i o n s  b e c o m e  " c a l e n d a r  s c e n e s "  a n d  t h e  
l a n d s c a p e  " f e e l s  d i m m e d  i n t o  a n  i d e a "  ( 6 4 ) .  
W i l l a  C a t h e r ,  w i t h  a n  e y e  a c u t e l y  a w a r e  o f  
s h a p e  a n d  f o r m ,  o f t e n  s u p e r v i s e d  t h e  p h y s i -
c a l  d e s i g n  o f  h e r  b o o k s :  t h e  p a p e r  t i n t  a n d  
f i n i s h ,  i n k  c o l o r ,  m a r g i n  w i d t h ,  i l l u s t r a t i o n  
s i z e  a n d  p l a c e m e n t .  G i v e n  t h e  o b v i o u s  a e s -
t h e t i c  l i m i t a t i o n s  o n  a  c r i t i c a l  w o r k  w h i c h  i s  
p a r t  o f  a  s e r i e s  ( T w a y n e ' s  S t u d i e s  i n  S h o r t  
F i c t i o n ) ,  W a s s e r m a n  h a s  d e s i g n e d  h e r  
v o l u m e  i n  a  t r i p t y c h  a r r a n g e m e n t  t o  p r e s e n t  
C a t h e r  a n d  h e r  f i c t i o n  f r o m  a  v a r i e t ' y  o f  
a n g l e s :  P a r t  1  i n v e s t i g a t e s  t h e  s h o r t  s t o r i e s  
t h e m s e l v e s ;  P a r t  2  p r e s e n t s  C a t h e r  d i r e c t l y  
t h r o u g h  t h e  e y e s  o f  c l o s e  f r i e n d s  a n d  i n t e r -
v i e w e r s ;  P a r t  3  o f f e r s  a  c l u s t e r  o f  u s e f u l  
s t u d i e s  b y  l a t e - t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y  c r i t i c s .  
E a c h  p a r t  h a s  a  l i f e  o f  i t s  o w n ,  c a n  b e  r e a d  
i n d e p e n d e n t l y  w i t h  s a t i s f a c t i o n ,  b u t  a l s o  e f -
f e c t i v e l y  r e f l e c t s  a n d  c o m p l e m e n t s  t h e  
o t h e r s .  
A m o n g  t h e  m o s t  u s e f u l  e s s a y s  r e p r i n t e d  
i n  P a r t  2  i s  C a t h e r ' s  " T h e  N o v e l  D e m e u b l e . "  
F i r s t  a p p e a r i n g  i n  T h e  N e w  R e p u b l i c  i n  
1 9 2 2 ,  i t  r e v e a l s  w h a t  C a t h e r  s e e s  t o  b e  t h e  e s -
s e n t i a l  d i f f e r e n c e s  b e t w e e n  f i c t i o n  a s  
a m u s e m e n t  a n d  f i c t i o n  a s  a r t ,  a n d  w r i t i n g  a s  
j o u r n a l i s m  ( w i t h  i t s  " l i t e r a l n e s s "  a n d  
" e n u m e r a t i o n  [ 1 1 0 - 1 1 3 ] )  a n d  w r i t i n g  a s  " i m -
a g i n a t i v e  a r t "  c r e a t e d  b y  s e l e c t i n g  " e t e r n a l  
m a t e r i a l "  f r o m  " o u t  o f  t h e  t e e m i n g ,  g l e a m i n g  
s t r e a m  o f  t h e  p r e s e n t "  a n d  c a p t u r i n g  " t h e  
o v e r t o n e  d i v i n e d  b y  t h e  e a r ,  . . .  t h e  v e r b a l  
m o o d ,  t h e  e m o t i o n a l  a u r a  o f  t h e  f a c t  o r  t h e  
t h i n g  o r  t h e  d e e d "  t h a t  r e s u l t s  i n  t h e  h i g h e s t  
q u a l i t y  o f  l i t e r a t u r e  ( 1 1 2 ) .  T h e  e f f e c t  o f  
m a k i n g  t h i s  d o c u m e n t  a v a i l a b l e  i n  i t s  e n -
t i r e t y  t o  s t u d e n t s  a n d  g e n e r a l  r e a d e r s  i s  t o  
o f f e r  r e a d y  a c c e s s  t o  C a t h e r ' s  " m o s t  i m p o r -
t a n t  s t a t e m e n t  o f  h e r  a e s t h e t i c  b e l i e f s "  ( 8 2 )  
a n d  t h u s  t o  a n  i m p o r t a n t  t o o l  f o r  g a u g i n g  
a n d  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  C a t h e r ' s  s h o r t  s t o r i e s  o n  
h e r  o w n  t e r m s .  
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